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Abstract: The use of language in political discourse is generally understood 
to perform the function of controlling and managing a group of people. 
But the language of politics can be understood to have more important 
purpose – even if it often operates below the level of conscious thoughts 
– that is, as a tool for the exercise of power. How does language fulfil this 
function? To understand, one has to look at the properties of language; 
words, phrases, sentences, meanings. In the end, political discourse 
creates a group with shared identity that in turn influence political beliefs 
and actions. To exercise their political power, politicians and leaders 
create a sense of shared identity through the channels and platforms made 
available to them. In studying the language used by politicians, Chilton 
(2004) proposes a set of 12 aspects of linguistic realizations in political 
discourse that can help to unravel the effect political language has on the 
creation of a political identity. This paper attempts to hold up these 12 
aspects against seven collected speeches from the six Prime Ministers of 
Malaysia to see whether they can lead to conceptualizing a framework 
that can explain Malaysian political discourse. This framework could be 
utilized towards a study of political texts in a uniquely Malaysian context.
INTRODUCTION
The state of Malaysian race relation in Malaysia has been characterized as ‘tense and 
stable’ (Shamsul Amri, 2008). This state of affairs can be understood as the result of 
the push and pull effect of race-based politics. With three major races in Malaysia, 
politicians from these races have to be able to rely on support from their particular 
race, at the same time that they try to influence voter perception on their integrity, 
reliability, honesty and morality. Since voters based their decision on a number of 
factors, politicians have to make sure that their discourse will be able to help them 
gain popular support. 
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As such, politicians in Malaysia have to balance a line between pandering to their 
race and to overall Malaysians. At the same time that politicians are using their race 
as political capital, they are also calling for tolerance and understanding. Nowadays, 
when one tries to understand the state of race relation in Malaysia, one senses is that 
is has worsen, and has not improved in any significant way, since Malaysia gained 
its independence 54 years ago. To simply attribute the reason for this to race-based 
politics is to simplify the issue, especially since race relation in Malaysia is an issue 
that that influence policies and laws of the nation. But one also has to admit that 
with different ethnicities, languages and cultures, national integration is an unwieldy 
issue that while requiring state involvement remains resistant to official interference. 
With national integration taking a separate but (un)equal approach31 to race relations, 
politicians continue to further complicate race relations in Malaysia by recognizing its 
significant political capital and exploiting it to gain political support.  
In democratic nations, language is the primary tool in legitimating political power 
(Charteris-Black, 2005). Through language, leaders mobilize followers, relying on 
linguistic performance to pave the way towards political success. Political speeches 
are an invaluable tool for leaders in communicating state ideology. Researchers within 
the critical linguistics and critical discourse analysis tradition such as Fairclough 
(2000; 2001), Fowler (1979; 1991), van Dijk and Wodak (1989; 1999) believe that 
texts carry within them the point of view of the writers or speakers. Producers of 
texts, through the linguistic choices that they make can “privilege certain readings and 
certain ways of seeing things” (Simpson, 1993; p. 8). And politicians, by virtue of their 
status and office have a much wider audience and more means at their disposal in order 
to communicate their point of view. By privileging their meaning-making activities, 
politicians exercise their power. 
This paper studies speeches by Malaysia’s Prime Ministers to understand the way 
politicians articulate the issue of race and identity and race relations within public 
discourse situations. This paper also aims to construct a framework that would be able 
to explain the language of political discourse. 
Political discourse32 functions as carrier of ideology. Effective use of language can 
help gain public approval for political actions. The use of metaphors and narratives 
can make sense of a practice or open ways to new belief (Flood, 1996). Perception 
can also be influenced by heightening emotions through attaching positive or negative 
connotations to political actors and their actions. Their powerful status and office 
guarantee that their definitions of events will triumph over opposing definitions. Flood 
(1996) has also pointed out that initial perception of events can be highly resistant to 
modifications. By reducing the categories used to explain political ideas and actions, 
politicians is allowed to set the tone for debate that is weighted in their favour. The 
platform from which the political elites are speaking from is inaccessible to any other 
groups.
31 I see this in Malaysia’s policies on education. While education is a powerful tool to mitigate some of 
the tension, the status quo remains because education has always been one of the hotbeds in political 
discourse.
32 Language, text and context in the widest sense of the words.
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TOWARDS THE STUDY OF POLITICAL DISCOURSE
Chilton (2004, pp. 201-205) outlines 12 aspects that should be considered when 
researching political discourse.
For Chilton (2004), firstly, we have to acknowledge that political discourse operates 
indexically. Politicians use language – sounds, words, and phrases, also body language 
– to create a sense of shared identity with their audience, because language functions 
as a way for group members to recognize each other.  Different geographical locations 
can produce differences in smaller language communities that exist within a larger 
language community. Accents can communicate differences in socio-economic status. 
The use of any linguistic devices meant to rouse feelings of solidarity in the audience 
can be understood as creating community of the imagination (Anderson, 1991). The 
feelings of group solidarity and a sense of an ‘us’ created by language reflect the 
indexical properties of language. Political support can be gained when the public 
thinks that a particular politician is ‘one of us’.
Secondly; political discourse operates as interaction and human interaction is influenced 
by language and the limits it imposes. Limitation in language use is influenced by 
cultural and societal practices. Since political interactions can involve those who have 
power and those who have little and also those who have not, language use is imbued 
with power imbalance. In political interviews for instance, politicians can influence 
the kind of questions that they will be asked. Other conversational strategies such 
as interruptions and overlaps are more likely to be tolerated. In studying political 
interviews, one can see how these types of exchanges can implicate willingness to 
respond or to deflect. This means that power can influence how texts are structured. 
Language use that reflects politicians’ office and status can be hard to challenge, such 
as when leaders plead secrecy or reasons of national security to deflect attention from 
certain issues. In this way, they have the power to define the issues and dissenting 
voices are left to fall by the wayside.
Thirdly; since language conceptualized the world, political interaction can also 
function to negotiate representations. In political discourse, shared representation is 
presumed. Politicians readily talked in terms of ‘ours’ and ‘us’ and ‘theirs’ and ‘them’; 
most of the time without having to spell out who ‘they’ are and what makes ‘us’ ‘us’. 
This is related to the fourth aspect of political discourse, that recursive properties of 
language subserve political interaction where certain ideas or actions are taken for 
granted and remain unchallenged. For example, we are predisposed to attribute good 
characteristics to ourselves while being conditioned to see others as an ‘unknown’ 
mass that we can project whatever characteristics suitable for particular time and place. 
This is also explained by the fifth aspects we have to consider when studying political 
discourse; that binary conceptualizations are frequent in political discourse. Political 
language hangs on the ability of its producers to choose lexical forms that carried 
oppositional meanings. Binary concepts lead the public towards the formation 
of group identity and its ideology, apprehension towards outsiders and the overall 
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representation of the political world as a field of conflict where metaphors are used 
to cast the fight under the terms of right vs. wrong, black vs. white, east vs. west and 
other binary oppositions.
Sixth; Chilton (2004) points out that modal properties of language also help to 
subserve political interaction. For example, the use of expressions conveying degrees 
of certainty such as ‘if’, ‘when’, ‘unless’ leads the public to imagined a hypothetical 
and false situation that can invite agreement towards a particular framing of an issue. 
Seventh; political representation have to be understood as sets of role-players and 
their relations. Political texts attempt to shape understanding about people, actions, 
objects and places and relationship between these aspects. Actions are attributed to the 
actors, singly and as a group as either negative or positive in a way that will maximize 
political support. 
Political discourse can draw on spatial cognition. This eighth aspect argues that the 
political instinct in us is deeply rooted in making connection between political ideas 
to our knowledge of space and time. Linguistically speaking, we conceptualized and 
transfer political ideas into abstractions. For example, abstract ideas of ‘development’ 
and ‘progress’ so often found in political discourse draw on the relationship between 
actors, actions and time. We are told that changes that happened over a period of time 
can be attributed to certain actors. 
The previous aspect is directly related to the ninth and tenth aspects; in that political 
discourse involves metaphorical reasoning. According to Chilton (2004), cross-
domain metaphorical mappings can lead us to conclusions that are not always allowed 
by experience and logic; for example, the conceptual metaphor the-nation-as-family 
metaphor, or the politics-is-war metaphor. Spatial metaphors make concepts of the 
group and identity readily available such as container image schema makes possible 
to communicate abstract and elusive concepts such as group identity. Politicians are 
able to talk about a smaller scale group such as an ethnic group to a large scale group 
that makes up a nation. On the other hand, the path image schema can conceptualize 
the movement of time and action or behavior. For example, politicians can talk to 
the public of the idea of ‘the country moving forward’ or ‘leaving the past behind’ or 
‘being better off now’ or ‘we are changing the course of history’ and similar phrases.  
The penultimate aspect in the development of a theory of political discourse is the 
acknowledgement that political discourse has an innate basis, that it has specific 
connections to the emotional centre of the brain. The sense of group belonging, group 
identity and territoriality are feelings and sentiment that cannot fully be explained by 
logic. So is our fear of outsiders and foreign intervention that form an integral part of 
political expression. This explains the persuasive power of the politics of fear and the 
triumph of war against terrorism in the west33. In addition, our general unwillingness 
33 By creating a nameless, faceless enemy, one can be called up at a moment’s notice to justify any 
kinds of actions. In the US, the war in Iraq benefits from this culture of fear. Coupled with the 
creation of governmental agencies with names such as Homeland Security, the practice and its 
effects on citizens have been characterized as classic Orwellian.
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to consider the other side of the (political) issue could be explained by the theory of 
cognitive dissonance34.
Lastly, Chilton (2004) stresses that to study political discourse is to allow that it is 
anchored in multi-dimensional deixis. It is at a confluence of multiple deictic meeting 
points, making the research project necessarily multi-disciplinary. Though not all 
dimensions have to be tackled, it is imperative that we try to explain and understand 
the influence of space, time and modal on political discourse.
METHODOLOGY
A selection of speeches dating from the administration of the first Prime Minister, 
Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra al-Haj to the current Prime Minister, Datuk Seri Najib 
Tun Razak is put together for the purpose of this paper. In all, there are seven speeches; 
one for each of the Prime Ministers except with Tun Mahathir Mohamad who had two 




Prime Minister Title of Speech
1 Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra al-Haj A Place in the Sun for Everyone
2 Tun Abdul Razak Hussein Ucapan Perasmian Minggu Muhibbah dan Perpaduan
3 Tun Hussein Onn Perjuangan dan Pencapaian
4 Tun Mahathir Mohamad Ethnic Relations and Nation Building
A United Malaysian Nation by the Year 2020
5 Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi The Challenges of Multireligious, Multiethnic and 
Multicultural Societies
6 Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak Ucapan pada Majlis Perdana Perkhidmatan Awam 10: 
Rakyat Didahulukan, Pencapaian Diutamakan
34 Cognitive dissonance is a term coined by Leon Festinger in 1956. In 1957, he wrote A theory of 
cognitive dissonance (published by Stanford University Press, California) which posits that if action 
violated belief system, an individual will change his belief rather than acknowledged that his actions 
were wrong. Other theories which Festinger proposed or co-proposed, such as social comparison 
theory and social network theory can also contribute to our understanding on the effect of the psyche 
on political actions. A paper written by Festinger and Carlsmith in 1959 and published in the Journal 
of Abnormal and Social Psychology is available at http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/Festinger/index.
htm.
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The speeches are collected from the Perdana Leadership Foundation website35 and 
Prime Minister’s Najib website called 1Malaysia36. Once the speeches are downloaded 
and saved as plain texts documents, they are run through a concordance software37 so 
the researcher could form initial ideas about the data and how to treat them. Initially, 
the data is classified into four sets; six data sets for each Prime Ministers, data set of 
speeches grouped linguistically, and a data set containing all the speeches. 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
In total, the data set containing all speeches have 18 818 tokens with 4 575 types. The 
Malay language data set has a total of 5 909 tokens with 1 834 types. However, the 
English language data stands at a much larger size with 2 537 word types and 12 957 
word tokens. Individually, Tunku’s speech is the longest with 5 115 tokens and 1 224 
types. Mahathir’s two speeches come in second with 4 640 word tokens and 1 267 
word types despite having two of his speeches in the data set. Najib’s speech is also 
quite long, with 3 546 tokens and 1 324 types whereas Abdullah’s speech is slightly 
shorter than Najib with 3 153 tokens and 1 050 types. The shortest speech is from 
Razak with 891 tokens and 348 types while Hussein Onn’s speech stands at 501 types 
and 1 375 tokens.
Most of the ideologically salient lexical items with high frequency of occurrence in 
Tunku’s speech are provided in the table below:
Table 2
Tunku Abdul Rahman












37 AntConc 3.2 provided free at http://www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/antconc_index.html
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Tunku’s speech is highly personalized since he is giving a speech at a small gathering38. 
The use of ‘I’, ‘we’, ‘ours’ ‘you’ and ‘us’ implicates a relaxed delivery and the intimate 
settings of his speech. Since the speech was delivered in October, 1964, less than a 
year after the establishment of Malaysia, Indonesia’s hostile reaction (Sutter, 1966) to 
the newly-formed nation features prominently in the speech39. 
The Konfrontasi and the reaction of the political elites in Malaysia would have been 
one that sought to create political support for the government. As such, frequently 
occurring nouns listed above confirm this idea. Chilton (2004) has argued that the use 
of binary representations can create a sense of solidarity. In this text, the use of ‘they’ 
is grouped into two; they who are against ‘us’ and ‘they’ who are with ‘us’. They use 
of lexical items with negative meanings are applied to the former, such as ‘blindly 
refused’, ‘cause misery’ and ‘stubbornly declined’. By expounding on ‘they’ who 
are with ‘us’, Tunku’s speech also legitimize the ideas of Malaysia, especially since 
the speech divided the world into two factions, the communist and the democratic 
countries40.
Table 3
Tun Abdul Razak Hussein 











Razak’s speech was broadcast over the radio and television. He was talking to the 
whole nation and his speech reflects that. Since his speech is on the issue of national 
unity, the frequently occurring lexical items came as no surprise. This speech delivered 
38 The speech was delivered in front of reporters gathered at the National Press Club dinner. The 
tone throughout the speech is warm and has been set in the very first sentence uttered by Tunku. 
The content of the speech also offers reminiscence of his personal experience and point of view on 
national and international issues of the day. 
39 Since 1961, when the idea of Malaysia was first mooted, there have been strong objections from 
within Indonesia. For a discussion on issue, refer to Sutter’s article, “Two Faces of Konfrontasi: 
“Crush Malaysia” and the Gestapu”.
40 The Cold War is at its height in 1960s and 1970s and with Malaysia’s experience during the 
Emergency, threat of communism in Malaysia is a very powerful political tool.
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in March, 1971 is less than two years after the events of May 13, 196941 and as such 
represents an important issue in Malaysia’s quest for unity and harmony.  
It is understandable, therefore, that Rukunegara42 made it into the list. Rukunegara 
was proclaimed in 1970, drawn up in the aftermath of the race riots (Madzni Johari, 
1990). In political texts such as the speeches of politicians and leaders, the need to 
create a sense of belonging, of shared purpose and beliefs informs much of the content. 
Anderson (1991) posits that the creation of a nation and the idea of nation-ness is the 
single most important value in politics.
Table 4
Tun Hussein Onn 










A few of the lexical items that frequently occur in Hussein’s text can also be considered 
ideologically significant. For example, the high frequency of the lexical item ‘telah’ 
is salient in the way that it is used with other lexical items that conveyed positive 
meanings. Most of the verbs that collocate with ‘telah’ are also abstract verbs such 
as ‘memperluaskan’, ‘bertambah’, ‘membuktikan’, ‘ditingkatkan’, ‘menetapkan’ and 
‘mencapai’. This is also the case with the lexical item ‘untuk’ although the verbs that 
collocate with it are abstractions about a brighter future. For example, ‘meninggikan’, 
‘maju’, ‘memperkukuhkan’, ‘mencapai’, ‘menjamin’ ‘membolehkan’, ‘menyediakan’, 
‘mencegah’ and ‘berusaha’. It is the same case with the lexical item ‘dapat’ and ‘yang’.
What these modal expressions support is the theme of the speech itself which sought to 
underline the achievements of the nation under UMNO’s43 stewardship as illustrated by 
41 The date refers to the day the worst race riot in Malaysia broke out which led to the declaration of a 
state of emergency and suspension of Parliament. National Operations Council (MAGERAN) was 
formed and temporarily governed Malaysia until 1971. The cause of the riots continues to be hotly 
contested to this day.
42 Rukunegara is a text that lists the five principles that create a national ideology for Malaysians.
43 United Malays National Organization is a political party. Together with Malaysian Chinese 
Association (MCA) and Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) and other parties, they form the Barisan 
Nasional (National Front), a coalition party that has maintain political dominance in Malaysia.
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the frequency of the lexical item ‘kerajaan’. The use of ‘saya’ is also indicative of the 
nature of the immediate audience to the speech. But Hussein also refers to Malaysians 
in general. His use of ‘kita’, mostly refer to UMNO members or to bumiputeras. It 
seems Hussein is appealing to his audience to be mindful of race relations and how 
racial harmony is to be maintained in order to Malaysia to prosper. 
Table 5
Tun Mahathir Mohamad










Tun Mahathir has two speeches in the study as befitting his record of 22 years as the 
Prime Minister but these two speeches combined, are shorter in length compared to 
Tunku’s speech. Mahathir speeches, like Tunku’s are given at a small gathering; a 
conference and a dinner, but the one difference that is immediately apparent is that the 
usage of personal pronoun ‘I’ is sparing compared to Tunku’s. The only other speech 
showing this characteristic is Razak’s, but his speech is recorded in a studio setting and 
was broadcast to the rest of the nation. He was also speaking on behalf of his office 
which is immediately apparent in the speech44.
Here, in the 15 times, ‘I’ is used; Mahathir is not speaking for his office or status, 
but refers to himself as an individual. In four instances, ‘I’ collocates with negative 
meanings, as in “I do not believe...”, “I have no say...” and “I do not claim...” whereas 
other collocates convey degrees of certainty, such as “I am sure...”, “I believe...” and 
“I may cite...”; type of utterances that show he is articulating personal opinions. This is 
in contrast with the tone of Razak’s speech with phrases such as “seperti yang pernah 
saya tegaskan...” or “...saya sukalah menyeru...” which according to Searle (1969) 
carries the illocutionary force of a directive. 
The rest of the lexical items shown in the list are self-explanatory when one considers 
the titles of the speech. Speeches on race relations have to touch in issues of race and 
ethnicity. In his speeches, the use of ‘we’ is intended to be inclusive of all. In phrases 
44 Such as the phrase “Majlis ini akan memberikan saya kesempatan sebagai Perdana Menteri…” and 
“Seperti yang pernah saya tegaskan di masa-masa lalu…” found in the speech.
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where ‘we’ are used, such as in “we just have to continue our efforts...”, “we have to 
be careful...” and “we have achieved a minor degree of success”; the tone is optimistic 
and inspirational. This is in contrast to Tunku’s use of ‘we’ as more confrontational. 
The difference can be accounted by the context surrounding the speech.
Table 6
Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 










Abdullah Badawi’s speech like Tunku’s was delivered to media workers, 400 people 
representing 50 countries. So, it explains the finding that even though first person 
plural pronouns are high on the list of frequently occurring words, Abdullah was 
using them more in the sense of third person pronoun. This usage helps to draw a line 
between members of the audience with the ‘we’ in his speech. The same finding is 
also discovered in Tunku’s use of ‘we’ and ‘our’. This is confirmed when one looks at 
the collocations for the lexical item ‘their’ and ‘they’. In this sense, Abdullah’s speech 
differs greatly from Tunku’s. Since Tunku’s speech was delivered in time of conflict 
for Malaysia, ‘they’ carries a negative meaning. In comparison, Abdullah’s ‘they’ 
merely tries to underline the separate entities that are his audience and Malaysians.
This is supported by the way lexical items, ‘societies’, ‘communities’ and ‘people’, 
general references that does not specifically refer to Malaysian society or community. 
Both items are common nouns that underline Abdullah’s distance from his audience. 
If Abdullah’s audience are mainly the ‘other’, Najib’s audience are Malaysia’s civil 
servants. So, when ‘kita’ is used, it is in the sense of Malaysian community and/or 
the community of civil servants. This also explains the other highly occurring lexical 
items such as ‘awam’, ‘rakyat’, ‘perkhidmatan’, ‘negara’ and ‘kerajaan’. In such small 
gathering, the use of the first person singular pronoun is indicative of the tone of the 
speech and nature of delivering speech to a small audience. The meaning attached to 
the third person plural ‘mereka’ also accounts the audience, with it mainly referring to 
those who are not part of the audience, i.e. civil servants. 
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Table 7
Datuk Seri Najib Tun Abdul Razak 











Malay vs. English: A Remark on Two Data Sets 
The table below shows a side-by-side comparison of most frequently occurring words 
when the speeches are grouped according to the language they were delivered in. 
Table 8
Comparison of Malay and English Data Sets
Lexical Items Frequency (Rank)
Malay English Malay English
1 Kita We 3 6
2 Rakyat Our 8 15
3 Saya They 9 21
4 Negara Malaysia 13 23
5 Mereka Their 18 26
6 Malaysia Nation 19 29
7 Kaum Ethnic 28 32
8 Kerajaan Us 32 38
There is no significant difference in both data sets in terms of highly occurring nouns. 
In fact, the table shows that the words used in the data sets convey the same meaning. 
It means that the perspective offered in these speeches is consistent. In order to create 
a sense of belonging, these leaders have to define ‘our’ identities and help to foster that 
idea of an imagined community. This is apparent in how ‘we’ and ‘kita occupy the top 
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spot in pronoun and other words such as ‘rakyat’, ‘negara’, ‘Malaysia’, ‘our’, ‘nation’ 
and ‘us’ also show significant presence in the data45.
The use of first person singular pronoun ‘I’ and ‘saya’ are high in frequency in 
Tunku’s, Hussein’s, Abdullah’s and Najib’s speeches. It does not appear to show a 
particular trend as two of the speeches are in Malay and the other two are delivered 
in English; although all the speeches are delivered to a much smaller audience. But 
so do Mahathir’s speeches but his do not show this particular feature. The first person 
plural pronoun, however, occupies either the top position or the second position in 
pronoun usage in all the speeches. The third person plural, ‘they’ and ‘mereka’ and 
one possessive form, ‘our’, feature highly in all but one, with Tun Razak’s speech 
showing a low frequency in its usage.
Lexical Items and Their Textual Presence: Phrase, Group and Clause 
Systemic functional grammar considers sees language as having two characteristics, 
experiential and logical. The logical aspects of language look at how texts are 
constructed; the relations between words or how words are constructed, to form larger 
structures. These words perform certain functions in the clause, i.e. their meaning is 
dependent on how those words come together in sentence. Halliday (2004). As such, 
Halliday (2004) classifies these groups and phrase classes in relations to their clause 
functions. In the nominal group, deictic element such as ‘this’, ‘those’, ‘itu’ dan ‘ini’ 
are meaningful in terms of their presence in a phrase or a clause; specifically their 
proximity to other words. It is quite interesting to note that in the Malay speeches; ‘ini’ 
outnumbers ‘itu’. It is clear by a closer look at the data, the use of ‘ini’ compared to 
‘itu’ is ideologically significant in terms of the structure of the text46.
‘And’ and ‘but’ (‘dan’, ‘tetapi’ and a few others that carry the same function) is 
considered an above the clause linguistic item that differs from below the clause items 
in the sense that these items connect clauses together, i.e. above the clause (Halliday, 
2004). These words and their appearance in texts carry a “logico-semantic relation 
to form clause complexes (Halliday, 2004; p.363) that construct the text. In all the 
texts, ‘and’ and ‘dan’ have significant presence in the data sets. It carries the meaning 
of addition that sole purpose is to join the clause with no implication on any causal 
45 In the Malay language data set, the high occurrence of the lexical item ‘rakyat’ shows that the 
speeches are talking to them and about them. As in “…adalah menjadi tanggungjawab kerajaan dan 
rakyat…” and “…tugas penting ini ialah untuk meninggikan taraf hidup rakyat…” (Examples found 
in Hussein’s speech). With its mass characteristic, the use of ‘rakyat’ (or the people) is vague enough 
to act as agent (active) or object (passive). The difference between being cast as an active agent or a 
passive object is ideological and can be analyzed in terms of the effects that they potentially have on 
the audience.
46 It is difficult to conclude with a higher degree of certainty without a much detailed analysis of a much 
larger corpus, but I posit that the use of ‘ini’ vs. ‘itu’ could be related to the idea of backgrounding 
and foregrounding of information. This could means that the meaning is more ideological, i.e. exists 
in the minds of the audience (much like the ideas of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’) or the meaning could be largely 
textual. 
Proceedings of the Second on National Resilience (SNAR II)  143 
or temporal relationship. But the word ‘as’ as discussed by Halliday (2004), carries 
the meaning that conveys temporal, manner (comparison) and/or causal-conditional 
relations between the clauses.
This is also the case with the use of ‘telah’ and ‘have’ that can be used to convey 
temporal and causal-relational relations or process types. In the Malay language text, 
‘telah’ collocates with verbs that carry positive meanings of achievements and success 
affirming the need for political discourse to be able to influence our spatial cognition. 
‘Telah’ in Malay is used as declarative verb indicating process and acknowledgement 
whereas ‘have’ can also convey imperative meanings47. Since ‘telah’ and ‘have’ are 
able to convey fact and projection of future action, they also present across out mental 
processes; Halliday’s (2004) perceptive, cognitive and desiderative projection and 
process types clauses.  
It is hard to say with any degree of certainty whether these words’ ideological 
significance are readily apparent to the audience, but it has to be acknowledge that 
the structure of texts – relations between clauses and sentences – are crucial towards 
building and influencing audience perception. Van Dijk (1981; 2000) has pointed out 
that coherence; local (at the level of text) and global (at the level of proposition) is 
central in making a text meaningful.
TOWARDS A THEORY OF POLITICAL DISCOURSE IN MALAYSIA
A theory on political discourse has to take into account the issues of how language is 
used in the exercise of power. The study of political language cannot be restricted to 
words and sentences and style, but also of content, form and context. Race relation 
in Malaysia and how politicians define and use this issue to maintain and legitimize 
their power cannot be understood within the confines of language use without proper 
contextualization. As such, a study of Malaysia political discourse can be represented 
by figure 1.
Even though the framework is divided into what is seemingly a linguistic analysis 
and a non-linguistic analysis, language analysis will still form the basis of the non-
linguistic section of the framework. For instance, small group identity, educational 
background and age can be gleaned from language use. The use of us vs. them binary 
opposition has been shown to be flexible and is utilized to underline the indexical 
nature of political discourse. In addition, theories in sociolinguistics and sociology of 
language can be utilized to explain the socio-cultural context of the political discourse 
and the indexical nature of language. As shown in previous analysis section, the use 
of pronouns can provide a valuable starting point as to the meaning-making activities 
embedded in the texts.
47 Consider for instance, the meanings in these clauses: …”you have a very important role to play…” 
or “…you have your own duties to perform…”
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Figure 1: Framework for the Study of Political Discourse in Malaysia
This framework is a first attempt at seeing a larger picture of political discourse. As 
such, it is a work-in-progress. There has to be more analysis of data and reviews of 
existing literature on Malaysian politics and political discourse to test the applicability 
of the framework. Comments and constructive criticisms are welcomed.
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